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ABSTRACT  
A number of government interventions, across the globe, has been instrumental in driving growth, 
development and innovation. Social innovation can provide effective solutions to challenging 
social and environmental issues in support of social progress. As South Africa faces unique 
development challenges, an increase in innovation can lead to economic and social development. 
This article considers the nature and manifestations of social innovation in the South African 
context. This article is descriptive and theoretical in nature. A qualitative approach is adopted, by 
means of a desktop study. The findings of the research suggest that social innovation provide novel 
approaches that aim to meet social needs in a better way than the prevailing approaches. A number 
of barriers to social innovation identified in the South African context, include a lack of a 
conducive entrepreneurial ecosystem, insufficient policy development and implementation, lack 
of funding and lack of management capacity. A more holistic approach to increase social 
innovation during and post, a National State of Disaster caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, is 
needed in South Africa. A ‘Fivefold Helix’ approach to cooperation, co-creation, partnership, 
capacity building, leadership and collaboration for increased social innovation is recommended in 
South Africa. This approach entails a network of the following actors: government, business, 




Governments across the globe recognise the importance of social innovation and regard social 
innovation as a tool that can be utilised to foster the creation of creative ways to solve or minimise 
challenges which are difficult in nature (Pue, Vandergeest, Breznits 2016:6). Social innovation is 
a movement that is spreading at a fast pace and it is receiving a lot of attention globally more 
specifically from a policy making perspective (Boelman, Kwan, Lauritzen, Millard and Schon 
2015:5). South Africa has the third largest economy and it is the country that is the most developed 
country on the African continent. South Africa receive a lot of investments as well as continuously 
receiving the largest amount of start-up funding on the continent. South Africa “has been a focus 
for social innovation in sub-Saharan Africa” (Howaldt, Kaletka, Schröder, and Zirngiebl 
2018:146). Despite, the latter, the country is still experiencing challenges such high unemployment 
rates and inequality.  
 
The aim of this article is to describe social innovation within the South African context. Firstly 
this article conceptualise and contextualise social innovation. Secondly, an overview of social 
innovation in the context of the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) is provided. A discussion of 
social innovation in South Africa is provided, including the current initiatives for social innovation 
and the challenges to social innovation in South Africa. In addition, social innovation during a 
National State of Disaster such as the Covid-19 pandemic is considered. Lastly, recommendations 
on  how to overcome these challenges are provided. This article is descriptive, conceptual and 
theoretical in nature following a qualitative research approach by way of a literature study and 
desktop analysis. Unobtrusive research techniques is used to analyse literature and secondary data. 
Specifically, documentary and conceptual analysis is applied in this article.    
 
CONCEPTUALISING AND CONTEXTUALISING SOCIAL INNOVATION  
 
Social innovation can be defined as a set of ideas that addresses social needs that have not been 
previously met. The objective of these ideas is to work in both theory and practice (Nicholls, Simon 
and Gabriel 2015:2). Tucker (2014:4), concurs that the ideas that have been implemented ought to 
work collectively in order to enhance ‘social goals’. Pue et al. (2016:10), defines social innovation 
“as a process encompassing the emergence and adoption of socially creative strategies that 
reconfigure social relations in order to actualize a given social goal”. Social innovation can 
therefore be regarded as a process, that consists out of a sequence of steps or strategies and this 
steps or strategies thus lead to a change towards solving societal problems in a strategic manner in 
order for it to be adopted within policy frameworks once it has evidence have been obtained 
pertaining to this change (Pue et al. 2016:10). Nicholls and Murdock (2016:9), defines “social 
innovation as a process of reshaping social relations to maximise productivity and economic 
development, often framed by the optimistic assumption that the benefits of these changes will be 
shared equally”. It is imperative to take into consideration that change to do happen with 
individuals who are willing to undertake a few risks (Mulgan 2019:13). 
 
According to Nicholls and Murdock (2016:13), “the economic and social performance of nations, 
regions, and industrial sectors and organisations” are determined by social innovation. Franz, 
Hochgerner and Howaldt (2012:4), regard social innovation as intentional, because the objective 
of social innovation is to bring change to those circumstances it aimed to change. This 
characteristic is what distinguishes social innovation from social change. de Souza, Lessa and 
Filho (2019:61) further state that the purpose of social innovation is the “common good, general 
interest, collective interest and cooperation”.  
 
Social innovation facilitate collaboration, co-creation and partnership  
 
Social innovation is not restricted to one sector (Caulier-Grice, Davies, Patrick and Norman 
2012:15). Because social innovation is not restricted to one sector, social innovation is not attached 
to any fixed boundaries (Nicholls and Murdock 2016:9). These sectors include the public and 
private sector as well as non-profit organisations. O’Connor and Ross (2015:359), further state 
that within an innovation system, the public and private sector as well as academia are regarded as 
the key actors at a macro level in the economy. According to Eichler and Schwarz (2019:1), there 
are five key actors who are involved in the development and implementation of social innovation. 
These actors include: social entrepreneurs; non-governmental and non-profit organisations; public 
institutions; firms and fifth civil society. These actors work together through a common shared 
value (O’Connor and Ross 2015:362). These sectors are interlinked as most social acts of social 
transformation occur between the borders of these sectors. According to de Souza et al. (2019:61) 
good governance is fostered when the actors cooperate, negotiate and form a partnership with one 
another. In order for the full potential of social innovation to be reaped, a constructive partnership 
amongst the various actors is required (Howaldt, Kaletka, Schröder and Zirngiebl 2018:13). 
 
Nicholls and Murdock (2016:2), further argue that social innovation is present across all the 
respective sectors within society and it is known for the unique combination within the three 
sectors mentioned earlier. In terms of the public sector, social innovation is aligned to “an 
established tradition of welfare reform”, with the emphasis if ensuring that the needs of society 
which are continuously growing are met in the most efficient and effective manner with a limited 
amount of resources at the government’s disposal (Nicholls and Murdock 2016:3). Power 
structures across social relations, whereby goods and services, have been rendered in an ineffective 
and unequal manner, are being challenged by social innovation.   
 
Social innovation within the private sector has two dimensions attached to it. The first dimension 
ensures that human relations within an organisation are aligned to technological innovations, if not 
these innovations will be unsuccessful. The second dimension of social innovation serves as a 
‘new agenda’, pertaining to the role that businesses have to portray within society (Nicholls and 
Murdock 2016:3). In the last sector, civil society, social innovation is present within the internal 
processes,  that are linked to the changes within an organisation. Social innovation also plays a 
pivotal role within the external outputs and outcomes of an organisation (Nicholls and Murdock 
2016:3). Social innovators have the ability to establish cross-sector partnerships. As result of these 
partnerships growth is fostered and the various forms of funding that has been received are utilised 
on initiatives that are focus on social and environmental impact, which are found within a variety 
of markets and context (Bonnici 2020). According to Howaldt and Schwarz (2016:1), the above 
mentioned actors can be referred to as heterogeneous actors, that are regarded as the ‘carriers of 
social practices’.    
 
The last decade witnessed an increase within the literature of social innovation (Caulier-Grice et 
al. 2012:5). From both an academic and policy perspective there is a growing interest around social 
innovation (Eichler and Schwarz 2019:1). Nicholls, Simon and Gabriel (2015:1), indicates that 
social innovation is not new, however it is entering a new phase. As a result, of this phase, solutions 
are not only offered to problems on a local level, as well as systematic and structural issues. The 
objective of social innovation is to question why some “problems, such as world epidemics, social 
inequality, hunger” and changing weather conditions, have not been eliminate by existing 
structures and policies (Bittencourt, Figueiró and Schutel 2017:2). The recent interest in social 
innovation is to increase the speed of it in order to respond to these problems (Nicholls and 
Murdock 2016:8). Attention ought to be given to the role of the social entrepreneur, because this 
indicates that there has been a reconciliation between the public and private sector in terms of 
productivity and growth and everyone can thus be seen as a changemaker (Nicholls and Murdock 
2016:9).  
 
According to Caulier-Grice et al. (2012:5), the dissatisfaction of the utilisation of technology 
within “economic innovation literature and innovation policy” attributed to the reason the 
emergence of social innovation. Therefore, on both levels of policy and research, emphasis has 
been placed on social innovation. Social innovation is also regarded as a mechanism that can be 
utilised towards the increase of “growing social, environmental and demographic challenges”, that 
are very complex in nature. The challenges are complex and it thus require the commitment form 
a lot of stakeholders in order to mitigate these challenges (Caulier-Grice et al. 2012:5). 
 
Social innovation occurs when various stakeholders are in solidarity, in order to ensure that the 
needs of human beings are met as a result of the transformation of societal relations (Bittencourt 
et al. 2017:2). Social innovation can therefore be regarded as a driver that can facilitate social 
change, to foster transformation within society as a whole (Caulier-Grice et al. 2012:6). 
Bittencourt et al. (2017:2), concurs that social innovation is a driver that has an objective to 
mitigate social inequality on a global scale. Social innovation is regarded as a driver that continues 
to explore new opportunities to mitigate social inequality. Societal problems can be minimised or 
mitigated through the application of social innovation (Bittencourt et al. 2017:2). Moulaert, 
Mehmood, MacCallum, and Leubolt (2017:11), alludes that social innovation is regarded as a 
corrective measure to address societal problems. As a result of social innovation, public 
participation can increase and public services can be improved. Social innovation is a driver that 
promote social change as it ensures that the needs of human beings are met accordingly 
(Bittencourt et al. 2017:3).  
 
Social relations are reshaped in order “to maximise productivity and economic development, often 
framed by the (perhaps optimistic) assumption that the benefits of these changes will be shared 
equally across society” (Nicholls et al. 2015:8). It is imperative to note that social innovation can 
occur in any type of community with different spatial scales, but this can only be realised on the 
condition of consciousness raising, mobilisation and learning processes (Moulaert et al. 2017:18). 
According to Brandsen, Cattacin, Evers and Zimmer (2016:5), the social aspects in social 
innovation are associated with improvement that can provide solutions to basic needs as well as 
ensuring the satisfaction of social relations.  
 
SOCIAL INNOVATION IN THE CONTEXT OF THE FOURTH INDUSTRIAL 
REVOLUTION  
Lee, Yun, Pyka, Won, Kodama, Schiuma, Park, Jeon, Park, Jung, Yan, Lee and Zhao (2018:1), 
states that “the 4IR is characterised by a fusion of technologies that blurs the lines between the 
physical, digital and biological sphere”. According to Schwab (2015:1), there manner in which 
people live, work and relate with one another is due to the technological advancements which are 
associated with 4IR.  All industries and part of society, are being transformed as a result of the 
technological change, that is associated with 4IR (Philbeck and Davis 2019:17). 4IR “has been 
used to frame and analyse the impact of emerging technologies on nearly the entire gamut of 
human development in the early 21st century, from evolving social norms and national political 
attitudes to economic development and international relations” (Philbeck and Davis 2019:17). 
 
Franz et al. (2012:4), refers to the internet as one of the major social innovations as the manner in 
which people have communicated as well as work together collectively changed tremendously 
over the past 20 years. The internet is regarded as a collection of innovations. Furthermore, the 
internet was first regarded as a scientific tool, however today it is regarded as a tool that fosters 
communication and the exchange of information across the globe (Franz et al. 2012:5). 
Information Communication Technology (ICT) tools are can be utilised in education is order to 
improve and promote the quality of education (Mulgan 2019:17). A cultural and moral compass, 
is required to ensure that technology can contribute towards the upliftment of people (Vestberg 
2018).  
 
One of the most unique characteristics of 4IR is that it is aimed on progress for the sake of social 
good (Gafni 2015). The vision of 4IR is steered by the creation of the “positive socio-economic 
change” as a result of the potential of ICTs (Pollitzer 2019:87). According to Bonnici (2020), 
technology can be utilised by the social innovators that can be regarded as an enabling and 
equaliser tool. In terms of technology being an equaliser tool, it it enables learning, sharing and 
remote collaboration. Mulgan (2017), further adds that more innovators, citizens, entrepreneurs 
ought to be involved within the 4IR, in order innovators to be fully engaged with the tools that are 
shaping the revolution. Solutions to issues such as employment creating opportunities and 
problems experienced in health, education, security and food can be gradually solved through the 
application of technology and the 4IR tools (Bonnici 2020). Klugman (2018), concurs with 
Bonnici (2017), as new systems are introduced to the market on regular basis that offers new 
solutions, that can be utilised within the health and transport sectors. In terms of healthcare that 
impact that technology can have, is in a positive manner. It is imperative that human beings take 
full advantage of these technological advances to deliver a healthier, more connected future for 
people around the world (Jimenez 2016).  
 
Howaldt et al. (2018:20), further states that the role of technology varies greatly “in different 
practice fields and social innovation initiatives”. Social innovation initiatives can take full 
advantage of what new technology has to offer in order to tackle social problems. Through the 
application of 4IR tools development can occur on an individual, societal and economic level 
(Schwab 2016). Urban sectors can be reshaped as a result of 4IR tools (Price Water Coopers 
(PWC) 2017:2). Mulgan (2017), is not in favor of the latter, Mulgan (2017) suggest that the 
funding that is directed at technology within 4IR ought to be redirected towards human needs and 
this needs include education, mobility and healthcare. 4IR tools also play a pivotal role to ensure 
the sustainability of the environment (PWC 2017:3). 4IR is only in the beginning phase (Nurkin 
and Rodriguez 2019:16). It is important for social innovation not to be left behind, by technological 
advancements (Howaldt and Schwarz 2017:163). 
 
Although technology offers a lot of potential, there some challenges that is associated with 
technology (Herweijer and Waughray 2019). Bonnici (2020), further states that despite the benefits 
that are associated with technology, it can further attribute towards the digital divide and 
inequalities. Therefore, it is imperative for stakeholders that regard technology as an enabling and 
equaliser tool, to ensure that the technology is managed in such a manner in order for the true 
potential of technology to be realised (Bonnici 2020). Mulgan (2017), further state that 4IR play a 
big role in job destruction, instead of fostering the creation of jobs. It also fosters threats to personal 
privacy as well as cybersecurity. Schwab (2016), further states that marginalisation, an increase in 
inequality, new risks in terms of security as well as human relationships being undermined can be 
created if the 4IR in not implemented correctly. More funding is directed military purposes instead 
of more funding being allocated to meet the basic needs of human beings. Seiler-Hausmann 
(2002:7), further state that technology can be a double-edged sword as it can have both positive 
and negative implications on the welfare of human beings when new products are introduced to 
solve environmental problems, however new problems can be created.   
 
Therefore, there is a big demand for the social entrepreneur model, because this can enable for the 
challenges within society to be mitigated with practical solutions. It is therefore imperative that 
the public and private sector work as a collective to ensure that the potential of technology is 
aligned to the United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals (SDG’s) (Herweijer and 
Waughray 2019). However, there is no detailed discussion of how ICTs will assist with the 
realisation of the SDGs (Pollitzer 2019:87). Another challenge is the “risks to democracy and 
human rights”, when technology is being misused. Unless the realities of the people that 
technology aims to uplift is recognised, technology cannot be regarded as a tool that will uplift 
people (Pollitzer 2019:82). As mentioned previously the vision of 4IR is steered by the creation of 
the positive socio-economic change as a result of the potential of ICTs. However, most countries 
that are still in its developing phase and low-income countries do not have the necessary 
conditions, such as political, scientific, financial, and institutional that is required to implement 
this vision (Pollitzer 2019:87). 
 
SOCIAL INNOVATION IN SOUTH AFRICA 
 
In 1996, the White Paper on Science and Technology was introduced by the former National 
Department of Arts, Culture, Science and Technology. The White Paper was regarded as a vital 
document with the objective of bringing “change the thinking about innovation in South Africa 
and restructure the country’s National System of Innovation (NSI)” (Hart, Ramoroko, Jacobs and 
Letty 2015:1). However, there has been some challenges, including to expand ideas about and 
practices related to social innovation as a means of making the outputs of innovation more relevant 
to society to encourage inclusive development. Not a lot of emphasis has been placed on what 
social innovation ought to address and the purpose of it beyond the reduction of poverty it is also 
imperative to ensure that social innovation remains in the NSI, in order to ensure that it has far-
reaching, direct and positive social outcomes for marginalised members of society (Hart et al. 
2015:1). 
 
Social innovation initiatives in South Africa  
 
Social innovators received a lot of support from universities, civil society and the private sector 
and government is also displaying interest across the country. A lot of success have witnessed with 
the incubators and social innovation competitions. However, there is still a need to for the 
development of a consolidated strategy, that supports the growth of social innovation in the 
country. Support for social innovation has grown predominantly in Johannesburg and Cape Town, 
but this has changed as the support has been extended to other towns, in the country. The real 
challenge is how support for social innovators, will be expanded throughout the entire country 
(Howaldt et al. 2018:146).  
 
A window of opportunity for social innovation within the Health Sector is available due the Health 
Sector not having enough resources and being oversubscribed. Innovations within this sector 
commenced with the support from government (Howaldt et al. 2018:147). In 2014, the Groote 
Schuur Hospital, which is the largest academic hospital in the Western Cape, launched the Groote 
Schuur Innovation Programme,  that is in collaboration with Inclusive Healthcare Innovation. This 
hospital is well known for its innovation capacity, as it was the first hospital in South Africa, that 
performed the first heart transplant in the country under the guidance of Prof Christiaan Barnard 
in 1967 (Hlabangane 2017). The objective of this programme is to discover next ingenious 
healthcare tools and practices. This innovation programme is aligned to the 2030 Strategy of the 
Western Cape, to ensure a quality people-centred healthcare service, as there is a great need for 
innovative delivery of patient care. Staff members of the hospital are afforded the opportunity to 
translate their ideas into reality and to by solving some of the biggest challenges  and thereby 
sustaining a culture of care and dignity, working better with community services and boosting 
volunteer resources, of the hospital simultaneously (Chowles 2014). Staff members who are a part 
of this initiative could apply for funding, guidance from experts as well as mentorship.  
 
The duration of this programme was a year. In April 2016, the top 10 teams were chosen who had 
the best solutions to address the challenges was show cased (Chowles 2016). Valuable lessons 
were learnt from the teams and these teams were commended for their efforts and the Hospital 
Board encouraged the teams to pursue their ideas as the objective of having a ‘patient-centred care’ 
can be achieved. It can therefore be concluded that the teams came along way to help “realise the 
hospital’s vision of leadership, innovation and change” (Chowles 2016). Another example of 
social innovation at the Groote Shuur hospital, in 2017, competitions for social innovation for the 
members of staff was held. The objective of this competitions “in order to raise the profile and 
increase the impact of innovations that are happening on the ground” (Howaldt et al. 2018:147).  
 
The Centre for Public Service Innovation (CPSI), in South Africa is a part of government and the 
objective of this Centre is to create a culture and practice where challenges can be solved through 
innovation. The root causes of problems are identified, partnerships are fostered in order to embark 
on possible solutions to mitigate these challenges as well as developing funding models (Boelman 
et al. 2015:5). This Centre was established in 2001 and it is “in the portfolio of the Minister of 
Public Service and Administration. It was established to identify, support and nurture innovation 
in the public service, with a view to improve service delivery” (CPSI 2020). Throughout the public 
service innovative ideas are developed as well as implemented by CPSI. This is achieved as a 
result of facilitating pilot projects, that demonstrates value of innovative solutions, and through 
activities that create an enabling environment within the public sector to support and sustain 
innovation. CPSI is able to identify and share lessons as well as information about innovation 
trends, that is occurring within the country, on the African continent and internationally (CPSI 
2020). 
 
The Bertha Centre for Social Innovation and Entrepreneurship is host by the Graduate School of 
Business at the University of Cape Town (South African Brewery, Ltd (SAB) Foundation 2020:4). 
The Bertha Centre is the first academic centre in Africa dedicated to advancing social innovation 
and entrepreneurship. The Bertha Centre for social innovation and entrepreneurship is a specialised 
unit with the Graduate School of Business at the University of Cape Town (The Bertha Centre 
2018:2). This Centre was established in partnership with the Bertha Foundation. The Bertha 
Foundation is a foundation that works together with “inspiring leaders who catalysts for social and 
economic change and human rights” (The Bertha Centre 2018:2). The objective of the Bertha 
Centre “is to build-capacity and pioneer practices in Africa, working with partners, practitioners 
and students to advance the discourse and systemic impact of social innovation (SAB Foundation 
2020:4). The Centre works with the Graduate Business School to integrate social innovation into 
the curriculum of the Graduate Business School, it also established a large number of community 
practitioners and over seven million scholarships have been awarded to students across the African 
continent.  
 
This Centre works closely with the academic faculty, the MTN Solution Space, and the Raymond 
Ackerman Academy of Entrepreneurial Development (The Bertha Centre 2018:2). The Bertha 
Centre aim to build an evidence base of African-centred social innovation and systems 
entrepreneurship, generating actionable insights for ‘practitioners and students, and publishing 
them as case studies, research and media articles and curriculum. Individuals, systems and 
institutions are empowered by the Centre and this is done through the provision of scholarships 
and “social venture test or start-up capital (The Bertha Centre 2018:3). The “faculty and team 
members teach curricula created to advance social innovators, social and system entrepreneurs 
with a focus on addressing Africa’s social challenges and inequality in direct and in systemic 
ways” (The Bertha Centre 2018:3). The Network of Social Entrepreneurs at the University of 
Pretoria Gordon Institute of Business Science is another Centre that is responsible to bring 
legitimacy and recognition to the people and the innovations in” the field of social innovation 
(Howaldt et al. 2018:146). 
 
The PrincessD Menstrual Cup, is another example of innovation in South Africa. This initiative 
was spearheaded by Famram Solutions founded by Ms Shamila Ramjawan in 2016. The PrincessD 
Menstrual Cup was created for young school girls from poor and disadvantages community who 
have to stay at home during their menstrual cycle, because they cannot afford to purchase sanitary 
towels (CPSI 2019:16). It is estimate that young school girls from poor and disadvantage 
communities, do not attend school for approximately five to seven days every month, as result of 
not have access to sanitary towels during their menstrual cycle. This also causes a hindrance for 
the “United Nations Sustainable Development Goal four, namely to ensure inclusive and equitable 
quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all” (CPSI 2019:16). There was 
an urgent need, based on thorough research to bring about a sustainable solution, to this challenge.  
 
The PrincessD Menstrual Cup is hygienic, easy to clean, sterilise and reusable for a period of 10 
years. It is comfortable to wear and most importantly; healthy, hygienic, easy and safe to use. It is 
also eco-friendly so it also contributes to a decrease the reduction of waste as it is linked to the 
concept of ‘going green’, save the environment (CPSI 2019:17). As a result of corporate funding 
200 to 800 girls from one school, over 130 schools from rural communities were provided with 
the menstrual cup and this had a phenomenal impact on their lives. This initiative is not only 
limited to South Africa, as thousands of school going girls throughout the world, were beneficiaries 
of the PrincessD Menstrual Cup (CPSI 2019:18). The pride of young school girls was restored as 
they are able to attend school during the menstrual cycle, which was not the case previously.  
 
The South African Brewery (SAB) Foundation is an independent trust that annually invests million 
of rands towards developing entrepreneurship in South Africa. This foundation was established in 
2010 as part of the broad-based black economic empowerment of the SAB Ltd. The SAB 
Foundation has three programmes that is aimed at promoting social innovation in South Africa. 
For the purpose of this article only two programmes will be explored. The first programme is the 
Social Innovation and Disability Empowerment Awards. The objective of this programme is to 
award innovators, social entrepreneurs, institutions and social enterprises with prototypes or at 
businesses that are in the early-stage of development that has the ability to solve social problems. 
These initiatives are aimed at addressing the challenges that are experienced by low-income 
women, the youth, people living with impairments and people that live in rural areas (SAB 
Foundation 2020:4).  
 
The estimated unemployment rate amongst individuals who has an impairment ranges between 
70% and 90%” and they are the most marginalised within societies. Therefore The Disability 
Empowerment Awards, it a very important initiative. Through this initiative social enterprises are 
discovered and supported that is responsible for the provision of solutions that are innovative with 
the objective to “either improve access to the economy for people with disabilities and/or provide 
solutions for people with disabilities, at the same time ensuring that enough revenue is generated 
in order to become sustainable over time” (SAB Foundation 2020:4). The recipients of the Social 
Innovation and Disability Empowerment Award, receive an award prize funding between R 
200 000 and 1.3 million rand. This prize money is utilised as an investment for the respective 
innovation. Not only do the recipients receive prize money, they are also assessed on a case-by-
case basis and are afforded the opportunity to be part of business development programme that is 
tailor made with a selected business mentor (SAB Foundation 2020:4). Due to the flexibility of 
this initiative, it is adjusted to the needs of each winner, as mutually agreed upon by them and their 
mentors.   
 
The Student Seed Fund is another initiative by the SAB Foundation, is a collaboration between the 
Bertha Centre for Social Innovation and Entrepreneurship (The Bertha Centre) and the SAB 
Foundation, that started in 2015. The social enterprise seed fund, was designed and established to 
host current students and former students who are part of the university’s alumni. This initiative 
focuses on providing social ventures with access to pure grant seed capital at the pre-start up 
business model discovery phase, the start-up phase, as well as those in transition between the two 
phases. The objective of the seed fund is to support social ventures with high potential for 
commercial viability and social impact creation. Due to the success of this initiative in 2019, the 
SAB Foundation was afforded the opportunity to expand this initiative to other universities such 
as the University of Limpopo, University of Zululand and University of Venda (SAB Foundation 
2020:4). 
 
 According to Howaldt et al. (2018:148), the success of social innovation in South Africa in the 
future is dependent on how social innovation can address the social challenges. It is important that 
the necessary energy and resources are in place in order to ensure the continued success of social 
innovation in the country. A strategic approach to ensure that there is continues support for social 
innovation is required amongst all the actors that are involved in the social innovation. The ultimate 
objective of social innovation in the country is to empower citizens to create and solutions to their 
problems (Howaldt et al. 2018:148). 
 
Social innovation challenges in South Africa  
One of the biggest challenges faced by social innovators is funding. This is because “social 
innovators and entrepreneurs do not easily fulfil traditional investment criteria for charitable, 
commercial or public investors” (Bonnici 2020). In order for social innovators to ensure that there 
is an increase in the delivering capacity, and to reduce product cost funding is required. There is 
also a big demand for funding in order to have successful marketing campaigns (SAB Foundation 
2020:16). Rental cost are still very high and it is difficult businesses who are willing to partner 
with social innovators.  
 
A number of challenges in terms of social innovation in South Africa, has been identified in the 
SAB Foundation Impact Report including a lack of funding, resources, production equipment, 
market access, brand exposure, premises or office space, small markets, right customer fit, lack of 
buy-in from government, lack of proper finance systems, lack of capacity to meet demand, finding 
suitable suppliers, staff shortages and lack of trained staff (SAB Foundation 2020:16). Additional 
challenges include systemic barriers such as a conducive entrepreneurial ecosystem, insufficient 
policy development and implementation, insufficient funding and management capacity. Although 
South Africa has witnessed a number of social innovation initiatives during the past decade, 
approaches and attempts have been fragmented and disjointed. A more holistic approach to 
increase social innovation in South Africa is needed.  
 
SOCIAL INNOVATION AMIDST A NATIONAL STATE OF DISASTER  
The globe experienced a pandemic during 2020 due to a novel coronavirus (Covid-19), which led 
to a National State of Disaster in South Africa. The world has changed dramatically, contributing 
to disruptions in social, economic, governance and health systems across the globe. A social value 
co-creation perspective can be useful to deal with Covid-19 effects, the perspective should 
incorporate multiple entities including community, government, business and civil society. The 
perspective should provide ways to incorporate altruistic aims into policies regarding the 
importance of social innovation and social cohesion in society (Ratten 2020:3). A global crisis 
such as the Covid-19 pandemic provide a catalyst opportunity for innovation, leading to social 
change and the creation of more radically different, adaptive and resilient systems (van Niekerk 
2020:1). The focus should not only be on maximizing shareholder value but also to increase 
emphasis on the benefit to the community, activities should focus on having a social purpose 
(Ratten 2020:5-6).  
During a time of social change, technical innovation alone cannot provide resilient and sustainable 
solutions. There is a need to increase social innovation efforts while waiting for technical 
innovations such as rapid diagnostics and vaccines to emerge (van Niekerk 2020:1). Nilsson 
(2019) argue that “to limit innovation to technology is to limit the scale of the impact we can have”.  
Table 1 outlines the differences between technical and social innovation features.  
Table 1: Technical innovation compared to social innovation 
Features  Technical innovation Social innovation 
Challenge Problem focused Systemic social challenges, 
needs of humanity, possibility 
focused  
Goal Financial, technical or 
intellectual impact 
Social impact – wellbeing, 
improving quality of life for 
society as a whole, social 
inclusion, social change 
Characteristics Novelty and newness Combining existing elements 
in creative ways 
Place Created in laboraties or 
controlled environments 
Created within the contextual 
reality 
People  Disciplinary experts Multi and transdisciplinary - 
experts and lay people across 
various disciplines and sectors  
Longevity Limited lifespan Sustainable, durable and 
resilient 
Process Top down directive Co-creation, partnership and 
collaboration 
Outputs Tangible: new products and 
service 
Both tangible and intangible: 
social relationship, 
empowerment, and agency  
Resultant change  Change in externalized 
institutions (structures and 
processes) 
Changes in externalized 
institutions but also 
internalized institutions 
(mindsets and beliefs) 
Source: (Adapted from Van Niekerk 2020:2) 
Table 1 illustrate that technical innovation alone will not address social challenges in a sustainable 
way. Social innovation focus on building leadership, community capacity to address social 
problems. An example of how citizens have worked together to respond to challenges presented 
by Covid-19 is the Community Action Networks established in Cape Town, South Africa (van 
Niekerk 2020:3). In March 2020, a group of teachers, doctors, and artists started with a vision of 
“Cape Town Together” (CTT), a rapid community response to COVID-19 to encourage and 
inspire people from all over the city to self-organise, to take local action, and to develop ways to 
share resources. CTT has produced a network, known as Community Action Networks, of local 





South Africa face a ‘triple challenge’ of poverty, inequality and unemployment, with half of the 
population living in poverty (Meldrum and Bonnici 2017). According Meldrum and Bonnici 
(2017) “this tension between a favourable innovation climate and extreme social challenges creates 
and environment where many of the opportunities for innovation have an implicit social impact”. 
Etzkowits (2002) argue that “innovation is increasingly based on upon a Triple-Helix of university-
industry and government interactions”. However, a more inclusive approach is required in South 
Africa to involve actors beyond the ‘Triple-Helix’ of innovation. Thus a strategic approach to 
social innovation involving both business, government, the community, civil society and 
universities is need for co-creation and social impact. This approach is illustrated in Figure 1 as a 
‘Fivefold Helix’ including government, business, universities, communities and civil society to 
increase, cooperation, co-creation, partnership, capacity building, leadership and collaboration 
towards social innovation. The ‘Fivefold Helix’ is based on a non-linear, multidimensional and 
hybrid network for social innovation. This would allow for sharing knowledge and research for 
innovation to transcend traditional boundaries of organisations or actors, sharing of resources 
amongst actors or organisations, capacity and leadership building and transformation.  
Figure 1: The ‘Fivefold Helix’ approach to social innovation   
 
Source: (Adapted from Etzkowitz 2003:3) 
With the current public overstrained and strain on national government competitiveness and long-
term economic growth, social innovation can provide a more holistic approach to social, economic 
and environmental challenges through collaborative co-creation and partnership (Lekhanya 
2019:1-2). Following the ‘Fivefold Helix’ approach illustrated in Figure 1, could provide a holistic 
approach to achieve social innovation during and post a National State of Disaster due to the 
Covid-19 pandemic. According to Lehanya (2019:5) “government and policy makers must work 
on putting social innovation into perspective, while all stakeholders in the field of entrepreneurship 
and social development should participate in social innovation activities to provide much needed 
support”, in South Africa. Governments should facilitate creating new opportunities through the 







Social innovation leads to social impact. Social innovation aim to promote social change through 
by addressing the needs of humanity.  During the 4IR social innovation is a key driver for social 
change by taking advantage of new technology to tackle social problems. However, during times 
of crises and National State of Disaster, witnessed in the recent Covid-19 pandemic, technical 
innovation alone cannot provide resilient and sustainable solutions, thus social innovation has 
become increasingly important to ensure resilience in various systems in society. The aim of this 
article was to describe the nature and manifestations of social innovation in South Africa. A 
number of noteworthy social innovation initiatives have been identified in South Africa. However, 
a number of challenges should be address in order to increase social innovation in South Africa. 
These challenges include: a lack of a conducive entrepreneurial ecosystem, policy formulation and 
implementation, funding and management capacity. Thus, a more inclusive approach to increase 
social innovation in South Africa is needed. This approach entail increased collaboration, co-
creation and partnership towards a common goal to solve social problems. A ‘Fivefold Helix’ 
approach is recommended for increased social innovation, involving business, government, the 
community, civil society and universities. Governments should facilitate creating new 
opportunities for social progress, by facilitating collaboration through hybrid innovation networks 
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